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        This novel is entirely a work of fiction. As a fiction author, I have taken artistic liberty to create plausible experiences for my characters void of confirmed scenarios. Any resemblance to actual innovative developments in any scientific area is purely coincidental. My writing was thorough, and editing accurate; hence active depictions of any kind in this book are attributed to creativity for a great story. It was my pleasure sharing these stories with you! ALL glory to God.
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      It has been my utmost pleasure walking through this series with you! We’ve cried together, laughed, perched at the edge of our seats, bitten our fingernails at the unexpected twists and turns, and enjoyed watching these characters’ growth. The losses hurt, and the salvation experiences glow in our heart daily. I enjoyed writing this series, despite going through the most difficult seasons of my life at the same time, where God showed Himself strong on my behalf and came through for me every day in the most unexpected ways. It is my hope that, as we’ve reached the end of this series, you have been blessed by Ruby, Robert, Ritz, Charlie, Pete, Patricia, Mike, and all the other characters. Oh, and let’s not forget Nana Barnesworth at Snowy Peaks! What a beautiful, soulful journey. May the Lord bless you and keep you in Him!
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      First Daughter of the United States, Ritz Towers, crossed her legs, inhaled deeply, cradled her purse tighter on her lap, and crinkled the Angkor International University speaking invitation peeking from the zipper. A smile curved her lips at the alluring image of the warm Cambodian sun illuminating the stamping while she considered an acceptance or decline of it. “Looks like a nice country,” she muttered as she leaned in to set her purse on the carpet between her feet and secured the invitation until it disappeared fully inside the purse, careful to remember where she placed it. Then she pulled out her phone and earpiece from the side pocket. Straightening, she shifted her glance to the view outside the airplane window—a gray, cloudy contrast to the sunny Cambodian stamp.

      She swiveled to her childhood friend and traveling companion. “Have we reached Asian airspace yet?” Ritz tugged at the hem of Jaden Bailey’s jacket—son of Captain Charlie Bailey of the Silver Stone Police Department (SSPD). She shifted in her seat to meet his brown gaze peering inquiringly beneath the dark spiky hair framing his square face. She took off her sunglasses, folded their arms, and dangled them off her V-neck tee, then looked up to catch his shrug.

      Jaden curved a brow, after a sweeping glance at the plainclothes Secret Service agents seated around them. With trained men accompanying them to Cambodia to ensure her safety, she just wasn’t sure why her father, US President Robert Towers, insisted that Jaden accompany her—or why Jaden had agreed since he was never the traveling type. “I’d prefer that you asked them. They should be able to tell you.”

      He tilted the brim of the brown leather hat shielding her face from instant recognition—and the usual pursuit by the media—a smile stretching his square jaw. “They know where we’re going better than I do.” His voice deepened more than she remembered from when they were growing up. “And they can specifically say what time we’ll arrive. I know you may be eager to get off this flight, but we shouldn’t be too far away now. So relax, lil’ Miss Sunshine.” His lithe fingers slid off as the tease left his lips and he let the disguise hat drop back down over her face. Jaden sank back into his seat and plugged in his headphones, stretching his limbs below the seat in front of him. He scratched his new short beard, which still looked all too grown up for Ritz. This Jaden seated beside her was a grown man. And she wasn’t quite sure how this new adulthood stage would impact their friendship considering she was getting more aware of him as a man—and she wasn’t ready to figure that out right this minute. Instead, she paused the music on her phone that she’d intended to listen to for a bit, now clearly distracted.

      The beard wasn’t the only thing that had changed in Jaden. He’d also become less open to her in the past year, teased her more, and visited her place fewer times even though they were next-door neighbors for almost a year. Something had changed in him, and she wasn’t sure what it was. But she wouldn’t worry right now. Surely, all was well, and he wasn’t mad at her. At least, they saw each other in church and still held two things in common—they liked Pete Zendel’s church the one time Jaden had gone with them, and they thoroughly loved worshiping God together with praise and worship songs.

      This had been their unique bonding experience when, as kids, they’d typically visited their dads at the SSPD during evenings, weekends, school closings, snow days, and holidays. She chuckled at the memories. The two of them would wear bulky clothing in winter while their teeth still chattered. They would sling darts at her dad’s partly closed office door when he was away for meetings or missions, or they’d throw rubber bands at the coat hook behind it. The laptop she typically carried would be plugged in to charge near the wall. Then she’d connect to her online songs’ library, linking songs to a desktop speaker and filling the space with divine presence. Soon, their voices would rise to meet the music while they threw the darts. It was beautiful.

      Usually, she sang with a sweet voice; he sang with a deeper tone, and their voices’ melded and produced a powerful—and secret—melody. Secret, because they never sang together publicly, although that was never intentional. It just never happened. But… during the worship session at Pastor Pete’s church on that Sunday, the presence of God had been so soaking and so enveloping…when their eyes met and held, they knew. They wanted to sing that song together privately. The title rang clear in her memory, “You Are So Good” by Sinach—a world gospel artist. They’d raked online forums, located her website, and found the song. Then they devoured her other equally inspiring songs in the weeks following and bought her albums. She became one of their favorite Christian artists to listen to, in addition to their American favorites, like MercyMe. Then the busyness of the election took over Ritz’s time and tore them apart. Or was that what made Jaden break away? She wasn’t sure. Truth be told, this was the first time they’d spent quality time together in a long while.

      Jaden had enjoyed the service at Pastor Pete’s church, too. And just like her, he would like to attend Living Faith Bible Church more regularly—if either of their parents would agree to it. He probably hadn’t asked his parents any more than she had asked hers. But she wouldn’t tip that boat over yet. Even though they were both adults, they submitted to their parents’ spiritual authority, understanding the privilege of having saved parents. Thankfully, her parents had never led her away from God’s will or purpose.

      So if her parents readily approved of her attendance of Living Faith Bible Church only occasionally, then she wouldn’t complain. Rather, she’d absorb every moment whenever she went there and take her usual notes during the service then go back and study them, in order to learn more and mature spiritually.

      Although Ritz liked their home church, Pastor Pete’s church offered a spiritual jolt she needed once in a while. Even with one message, she discovered that his church services were more valuable than simply sitting every Sunday to hear a sermon that didn’t stir her soul.

      And most importantly, she incorporated the things she learned into her life with deliberate effort. Pastor Pete’s sermons somehow corroborated the messages preached by the pastor at her home church in a vivid way.

      She slid comfortably lower into her seat, adjusted the armrest, and faced forward, following Jaden’s suggestion to relax and worry less about their flight arrival time. “Thank you, Jaden.” She’d appreciate his good friendship and be grateful to have him here—even though it hadn’t been what she wanted. If her best friend, Christiana, hadn’t been helping out her own mom, she would’ve been Ritz’s first option for a travel companion.

      He tipped his chin, and then clasped his olive-toned hands on his lap. “This is a missionary and humanitarian support effort not a forced duty. We’re here to help people. Unless you want to travel by sea. Remember the one cruise—when I was a senior and you were a freshman—where you got seasick at the boardwalk and we had to leave? Everyone in school went except you, me, Christiana, and Tony. So, if you want to go by sea instead of air…”

      “Stop it, Jaden. I get your point. No need driving it home further.”

      His mischievous grin led to a more pleasant smile. “All I’m saying is for you to think more about the purpose and destination, and less on the journey. And time will speed by in your mind. Then you’ll enjoy the journey.”

      Right. Ritz held her tongue, eased her shoulders, and tried to sit still. But a lurching jolt of the plane sent her belly into an upturn and her hat sliding down to meet the floor. She gripped the handle of her seat and inhaled another deep breath. It took a moment for the sharp movement to settle and for her belly to regain its peace.

      Exhaling slowly, she relaxed her grip and tried not to glance in Jaden’s direction. He knew she disliked long flights but not by how much. No, she wasn’t a big fan of flying, just of swimming. And sometimes, swimming competitions meant that she and her school’s teammates flew to other states to compete, which she’d typically noised her disapproval of flights to Jaden when they returned. He hadn’t been a swimmer, but was in the men’s basketball team so, occasionally before he graduated, school sport authorities had flown both of their teams together if they were headed to the same state for a contest.

      Today’s flight just reinforced her dislike for extended flying. A few hours was fine. However, an intercontinental crisscross was something she’d rather avoid. But I’d chosen to obey God. So, Ritz straightened in her seat. Time to have a good attitude about it since by air was the fastest way to transport them to Cambodia.

      Thankfully, she’d managed just fine since their connecting flight left Chicago. She fiddled with her charm bracelet—a gift from her mom, the First Lady of the United States—and smiled at the memory of the day she got this gift before her brother was born. Thinking about her parents and brother relaxed her nervous belly.

      Regardless of her current discomfort with extensive flying, excitement bubbled through her heart. Soon, she’d reach Akok, Cambodia to support the missionary efforts the Bonas established. A severe rainstorm recently blew through the area, destroying many of the farms the community depended on for survival—including several homes of those too poor to rebuild. She hoped to help the refugees being aided by the Living Faith Bible Church’s volunteer humanitarian team.

      The team arrived last week to provide support in Akok and the neighboring towns and to preach the gospel, so they wouldn’t be there serving alone. Pastor Pete Zendel was the refugee support coordinator and scheduled to meet them as soon as they landed—when they landed. His brother, Cornelius Bona, was at Akok along with his wife, Aunt Eva, helping the people and waiting to receive them.

      Another jolt of the plane sent her belly complaining again, urging Ritz to her feet. She picked up her tossed hat, pushed her sunglasses into her purse, and set them on her chair as she turned to Jaden. “Bathroom.”

      A slow nod from his partly-attentive mind, with his ears mostly covered by headphones, while his fingers browsed music from the plane’s selection, was all she got as she rotated, accompanied by a Secret Service agent toward the back of the plane, head lowered.

      Flying commercially to their destination had been her choice, and she felt comfortable remaining incognito among other passengers. A chartered, private plane was what her dad wanted for her, but she’d declined it for a business-class seat on a regular flight. Her dad had not swallowed every bit of her request though, but his agreeing to send her to Akok barely two months after his inauguration had been enough approval. She smiled, grateful for the freedom her parents accorded her in serving God and in living her life.

      Ritz turned a low-lit corner, entered the restroom, and locked the door while the agent waited outside. Finally claiming a rare moment of privacy, she exhaled and allowed the stress tightening her shoulders to ebb away as she flexed them and leaned against the door. She released the hat, twisted, and hung it on the door latch for lack of a better place.

      She bowed her head and pressed her hands on her knees, feeling the need to unburden. “Lord Jesus, I know You laid this trip on my heart, but I’m not sure why. Even though it took enough convincing for my parents to agree, now I’m almost at Akok and I’m a little nervous. I yield to Your divine leading. Thank You for planting the seed to come here in my heart after I listened to Pastor Pete’s message. Lead me to obey You in whatever Your divine will is.”

      She massaged her neck, framing the next words of her prayer. “To be frank, I’d rather be busy with my college work, being new to it, than being on the road.” She straightened. “Or hanging out with Christiana before she goes to her college. But I’m here now, and I won’t complain about this long flight again. Please show me if there is a purpose for me to accomplish in Cambodia and grace me to complete it in Jesus’ name, amen.”

      Contented, she stepped forward, did her business, and then washed her hands. While drying them, she checked her reflection in the small mirror opposite the door. Spotting some stubborn stray brown curls dangling alongside her chin, she tucked them behind her ear. She’d likely missed getting them into the bun earlier. “Ah well…” Done, she retrieved the hat and opened the door. “Nobody knows me here.” She stepped out, concealed by the low hat she donned before shutting the restroom door behind her.

      A couple of steps into the left aisle, someone bumped hard against her shoulder from the side, knocking the hat off her head and sending her spiraling until the Secret Service agent caught her arm and steadied her. She winced, clutched her elbow, and twisted—as did the Secret Service agent—hovering his hand to where she knew a hidden weapon must be.

      A light-skinned hairy arm flung forward, wide lenses sitting over a slightly wrinkled nose narrowed as chipped front teeth flashed. “Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t see you coming.” Then the man swung his black suede coat and veered past her into a seat ahead on the right aisle.

      The alert agent tugged at her arm, curving a protective hand across her shoulder, and spun her around. “Sunshine, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

      Right. Sunshine was her security codename as supplied by her parents to the team on this mission trip. A trip that was happening so soon after the presidential inauguration. Judging by how much the agents seemed to like it, Sunshine could stick for good even after the trip.

      Her lips parted to respond when the lights flickered twice and went dark. The agent seized her hand, swung her toward the center aisle, and two more agents rushed toward them from where they sat. They urged her to squat and formed a protective shield until the lighting returned in less than a minute. Then she straightened. But their proactive actions had drawn enough attention.
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      “Behold, they shall surely gather, but not by me…” Isaiah 54:16

      

      Curious eyes of the nearest passengers narrowed, and murmurs moved among them. It was clear. They knew she was a VIP—a fact she’d rather kept hidden. She swiveled to the agent who’d asked her the question. “I’m fine, thank you.”

      They hustled her toward her seat, and almost reached it when someone gasped aloud from a few rows behind. “I know her! It’s the American First Daughter, Ritz Towers!”

      More murmurs and turned heads followed.

      Ritz walked faster, but another person stood, stepped into the aisle, drew closer in front of her, and paused, causing her to halt. It was the same man who had bumped shoulders with her earlier. He looked more relaxed this time, peered in her face behind large lenses, and hesitated before speaking in a shrilly voice. “Of course, it’s President Towers’ daughter, Ritz,” he stated rather coolly over the shoulder of the agent separating him from her.

      At his confirmation, other passengers rose, rushed forward, and greeted her, pressing closer, some reaching out for hugs. After her nod, the agents parted like a curtain and allowed the people access to her. Ritz returned the hugs, smiling brilliantly, though the Secret Service agents scowling beside her weren’t happy about the revelation—and the close contacts. But she’d lost her hat when she’d collided with the man, and now standing defenseless from recognition, she relented.

      Soon, a crowd formed and spanned the length of the aisle, causing her to fall back a few steps. Her protective detail appeared caught between allowing her to remain accommodating and shielding her from any possible threat. But the passengers all seemed harmless—including some Cambodian teens who asked for her autograph whom she obliged.

      It grew a tad overwhelming when they started asking for pictures and took turns for those—including the man who’d bumped into her. She paused at his request, not sure why she felt uncomfortable. But unable to find a valid excuse to deny him a photo, she agreed. As he moved away and others came along, she wished even more desperately that the plane would land as another movement by the aircraft caused her belly to tumble once more and she gripped the headrest of the closest seat. She wasn’t sure how her sensitive tummy would handle their eventual descent toward the landing strip if she didn’t sit down soon.

      Moments later, relief swept through her as the pilot announced over the speakers, apologizing for the brief light outage, but not saying what caused it and asking everyone to take their seats for the landing. The remaining crowd dispersed, and as she walked over and sank back into her seat, she caught Jaden’s gaze. He grinned. But she groaned in response.

      He leaned in to whisper. “Sorry they outed you. We’ll soon land, and you’ll be a free bird again.”

      She allowed his gentle pat on her shoulder and tender squeeze of her hand to ease her nerves. Then he held out his hand to her. “I need your credit card to pay for the song I just downloaded.” He tapped the media player. “The song is Cambodian and Christian. And I like it. I think you’ll like it, too. I’ll save it on my music cloud, and we can listen to it together when we reach our destination.”

      When she curved her brow, he shifted. “What? You owe me, Ritz. From BWI airport, remember? Where you asked me to pay for that nail art kit—or whatever it was called—with cash.”

      Oh. She did say that. “Right.” She scanned the area for her purse, and then realized the card wouldn’t be inside it since she removed it from home.

      “You’d said you’ll refund me the money soon.” He nudged her shoulder. “I pay for your indulgence, and you pay for mine.” He pressed both hands on his pockets. “Moreover, I’ve got only cash right now on me. You know I hate those cards. Credit card debt nearly ruined me in high school.”

      Yes, Ritz remembered how his dad had to pay for the credit card he’d gotten because the advertiser had been sweet and kind—but the harassing phone calls that followed a few months later weren’t. He’d complained about how he’d used the money to buy expensive footwear for an international basketball competition so as not to look cheap, but had no funds to pay it back and missed some payments. Then the harassing calls started. That was the last time Jaden spent money that he didn’t earn. She was proud of him for sticking to the decision to remain debt-free. “I need a credit card to pay for this. I can transfer it back to you from my debit account when we land.”

      Asking him later for a four-dollar refund when she owed him ten bucks? No need to. She pinned his arm with a finger. “You haven’t changed, Jaden. Stop carrying only cash. I know why you wouldn’t get a credit card, but a bank card is always safer.”

      On the heels of her gentle scold, she leaned forward and searched both her back pockets knowing she’d slid her bank card into one of them. But it was gone. She shifted to him, quite sure that a frown curved her brows. “Jaden, I can’t find my card.”

      He spun and joined her to check her seat, her purse, and beneath both their seating spaces. But it wasn’t there.

      He stepped into the aisle. “Stay, and let me go back to check the restroom you’d used. Maybe it fell down there.”

      “Okay. I used the restroom at the back, on this side.”

      “Sure.” He rotated, despite the flight attendant’s warning that they were to remain seated due to turbulence. “I will only take a minute,” he protested as he hurried. He returned shortly, shaking his head. “I didn’t find it. Are you sure you brought it on the plane? Maybe you lost it before we boarded.” He tucked the blanket he’d folded into a back pillow earlier behind his seat. “Or maybe it was at the connecting airport.”

      “I’m positive.” She shook her head. “I brought it aboard. I’m quite sure. Plus, it pinched my behind when I first sat down, and I moved it to the other side pocket. I wouldn’t forget such.”

      “Then I’m sorry, Ritz. It’s not here. There’s no place we haven’t looked.” He glanced at the agents seated behind them. “Make sure you tell these agents, so they can cancel your card as soon as possible.”

      An overhead announcement said the turbulence had passed and they would soon start descending to land. Jaden sank back against his seat and clicked his belt secure, and Ritz prepped her mind for the landing. Had she imagined bringing the card aboard? She was so sure she hadn’t. Not with the pinching experience she’d had. She sighed and faced forward, praying her belly remained calm during the descent without its usual flip.

      Soon, the plane kissed the tarmac, and when it came to a full stop, they, along with the other passengers, disembarked. She almost felt like shrieking in joy but settled for a relieved sigh. She’d reached Cambodia, and the sunshine slicing through the plane’s exit platform was just as the stamp had shown—beautiful and warm—and the air smelled earthy.

      Upon reaching the luggage-claim area, a few passengers who had identified her on the plane, stepped forward, and requested a couple more photos, which she readily obliged. One of them proceeded to chat on the side with the man who had bumped into her shoulder. She ignored them, and then picked up her luggage when it rolled close. Following Jaden and escorted by the Secret Service agents, she exited the airport. A man dressed in khaki shorts, an island-designed tee, and days’ old beard held a sign Sent By Pastor Pete Z. He stepped closer with a slight bow. “Are you Ritz Towers? I’m Mr. Salem. I shouldn’t have to ask as you look exactly as on TV but, you know, protocol.” He smiled. “I have a representative from the US embassy present here to verify my identity before we proceed to your destination.”

      The official from the embassy—a lanky fellow in a black suit—showed the Secret Service agents his credentials, which they stepped aside and confirmed. After verifying it, they returned his documents to him, and he shook hands with Ritz. “Welcome to Cambodia, Miss Towers. I trust you had a good flight?”

      “Thank you.” Ritz returned the firm handshake, choosing to stay mum about how her flight went.

      “Although you’re not on an official trip, we’ll send a cable to let your dad know of your safe arrival. Meanwhile, you’re now in the care of Mr. Salem and the Living Faith Bible Church team. Good luck with your plans.” The embassy official slid a phone into his suit jacket’s pocket. “Your agents can reach us within a moment’s notice if there are any problems, though we’re not expecting any.”

      “Thank you.” Ritz lowered her hand to her side and tightened her grip on her suitcase.

      “You’re welcome. And I hope you enjoy your stay in Cambodia.” Mr. Salem shook hands with her, Jaden, and then the embassy official who moved toward a waiting black car. Ritz, Jaden, and their protective detail followed Mr. Salem to what appeared to be an armored car, waiting by the curb in front of the embassy’s black vehicle, and they settled in inside and clicked their seat belts. From the corner of her eye, she spotted a black Mercedes pull away at the same time they did.

      The armored car made a right past some confectionery shops adjacent to the primary airport lounge they had exited. It moved deeper into the city, and harsh sounds of honking horns by impatient drivers overtook the serene ride.

      After some miles and two more left turns, Ritz glanced back and frowned. Was that the same Mercedes? She leaned over and inquired from another Secret Service agent who confirmed the second vehicle was additional protection for her and would return as soon as they reached Akok. He also said there was a helicopter hovering over them as they traveled along their route until the party arrived safely. Pressing her hands on her knees, she straightened and exhaled. No need to worry then. The agent’s disclosure more than put her mind at ease. Her dad had certainly taken sufficient precautions for her protection, and she appreciated it as well as those serving to ensure she was kept safe.

      After she sat back to enjoy the ride, something pinched her back pocket, so she wriggled and checked it. She gaped at the familiar red-and-blue plastic and met Jaden’s shocked gaze with her own. Her missing bank card? Wait, how did it…?

      “We had a good flight, thank you for asking, Mr. Salem,” Jaden belatedly answered as he tried to protect them from the watchful agents’ questioning stares.

      “Sorry, I’d forgotten about your question.” Ritz coughed and cleared her throat. Then smoothed her shirt and blinked away her bewilderment as she plugged in an apology to Mr. Salem and tried to act like nothing was amiss. Though she couldn’t say her experience had been entirely uneventful. She’d intentionally delayed telling the agents about her missing card because, first of all, in the plane she wasn’t sure how to explain to both them and to her parents where she’d lost her bank card even before reaching her destination. She’d chosen to inform them all after she arrived at Akok. And now, she found the card, more like, saw it.

      She shifted in her seat and exhaled then closed her eyes, settling her neck against the headrest and choosing to relax. It is well. I’ve got my card. Akok here I come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/sunshine-book9.jpg





OEBPS/images/image3.jpg
LifeFountainMedia





OEBPS/images/final-logo-for-publishing.jpg
LifeFountainMedla





